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Abstract

Objectives

This study examined differences in children’s psychological and social indicators in

non-traditional families in Israel, focusing on fatherless families headed by lesbian mothers and

single mothers by choice. Although Israel is considered an industrialized westernized country,

centrality of the traditional nuclear family predominates this country.

Methods

This factorial design study included four family types: lesbian and heterosexual mothers,

each in both single and coupled parenthood. Children’s measures included the Child Behavior

Checklist, perception of peer relations and perceived self-competence.

Results

Children from single parent as opposed to two-parent families exhibited more

externalizing behaviour problems and aggressiveness. Children of lesbian mothers reported more

prosocial behaviours and less loneliness than children from heterosexual families. No differences

emerged for perceived self-competence across family types.

Conclusion

Mother’s sexual orientation did not affect children’s adjustment negatively, whereas

single parenthood placed children at greater risk for some difﬁculties. Implications include the need

for apprising health professionals of effects of family types on children’s development.
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Introduction

Increasing diversity in family types raises the question of effects

on children’s welfare and development. A central debate focuses

on differences in child outcomes between lesbian-parent fami-

lies and heterosexual-parent families. In addition to the inﬂu-

ence of parental sexual orientation, another dimension of

family type involves single versus coupled parenthood. The

present research examined differences in psychological and

social indicators among children raised in heterosexual and

lesbian-parent families and, within each family model, either

single or coupled parenthood.

In the past, most children from lesbian and single hetero-

sexual families were born within a nuclear heterosexual family

that terminated with separation. However, recently a new family

type has emerged with heterosexual or lesbian women choosing

planned motherhood within or without couple relationships.

The study of implications for child development of planned

single motherhood and lesbian-coupled motherhood is a new

research area that has been only infrequently examined.

Research has indicated that lesbian and gay parents are as

competent and capable parents as are heterosexual parents

(Patterson 2002; Shechner

et al.

2010; Tasker 2010). This is

manifest in ﬁndings of normative and healthy development

along a wide spectrum of indicators among children raised in

lesbian- and gay-parent families (Tasker 2005; Patterson 2006;

Bos

et al.

2007; Crowl

et al.

2008; Biblarz & Stacey 2010).

Regarding parenthood of single heterosexual mothers, ﬁndings
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are more equivocal. In general, studies have shown behavioural

difﬁculties and less adequate functioning among children

from these families although this may be due to lower socio-

economic status and less social support rather than merely

absence of a father ﬁgure (McLanahan & Teitler 1999; Hether-

ington & Stanley-Hagan 2002; Amato 2005).

Single heterosexual motherhood and lesbian motherhood are

family types that are still involved in a struggle for recognition

of legitimacy. Ramiﬁcations for parenthood and child develop-

ment in non-traditional families are embedded in the speciﬁc

social context and show wide cross-cultural variation (Goldberg

2010). However, much research on lesbian and single hetero-

sexual mothers has been conducted in Western countries,

mainly USA, Canada, the Netherlands and UK. Although Israel

is considered an industrialized westernized country, traditional

concepts of family structure continue to dominate Israeli

society. Whereas in Western countries, diversity in family

models has increased dramatically, in Israel, centrality of the

traditional nuclear family predominates and continues to be a

deﬁning feature (Shechner

et al.

2010). Within this context, par-

enthood is positively valuated and heterosexual marriage is

perceived as the most legitimate framework for child-bearing

(Lavee & Katz 2003; Katz & Lavee 2005). For women, mother-

hood is considered a primary role, with occupational and pro-

fessional status assigned secondary importance (Toren 2003).

Nonetheless, non-traditional family models have begun to

emerge although these still represent speciﬁc societal sectors

(Ben-Daniel

et al.

2007). Both lesbian and single heterosexual

mothers belong to marginalized minority groups in Israeli

society. Lesbian women report feeling more accepted and less

marginalized after becoming mothers (Ben-Ari & Livni 2006).

Heterosexual single mothers, on the other hand, report con-

tradictory perceptions of the legitimacy of being a single het-

erosexual mother and the fact that this must occur within a

dominant culture that emphasizes motherhood in the context

of marital status (Ben-Ari & Weinberg-Kurnik 2007).

Apart from one qualitative study examining the motherhood

experience of eight lesbian mothers (Ben-Ari & Livni 2006) and

one quantitative study (Shechner

et al.

2010), as yet, no research

on lesbian mothers in Israel has been published. The study of

these groups in this context is both unique and of particular

interest due to the distinctive constellation of Israeli society.

This Western country is at a juncture of preservation of

religion-based norms of traditional nuclear family structure

and emergence of alternative family models produced by inﬂu-

ences of post-modern societal processes (Katz & Lavee 2005).

The present study was designed to address some of the

prominent methodological difﬁculties in this research area. The

study was conducted in a factorial design including four differ-

ent family types – lesbian and heterosexual mothers, each in

both single and coupled parenthood. This involved careful

selection of participants to include these four groups of family

from a limited population pool in a small country. Despite these

inclusion criteria, sample sizes were very ample particularly in

this research domain. In addition, although most past research

on children raised in planned lesbian-parent families has shown

no differences in various developmental outcomes compared

with heterosexual families, most of these studies did not dif-

ferentiate between single- and two-parent families (Biblarz &

Stacey 2010).

This study postulated one hypothesis and one exploratory

question. The hypothesis predicted that children from two-

parent families would exhibit better emotional and social func-

tioning than those from single-parent families. In accordance

with previous research, no main effect of mothers’ sexual

orientation on children’s emotional and social indices was

expected. The exploratory question examined the interaction

between mothers’ sexual orientation and single- versus two-

parent families on children’s emotional and social indices.

Methods

Participants

The sample consisted of 76 families comprised of 15 single

lesbian mothers of children relatively equally divided by gender

(8 boys and 7 girls), 21 two-mother lesbian families (11 boys

and 10 girls), 16 single heterosexual mothers by choice

(8 boys and 8 girls) and 24 two-parent heterosexual mothers (12

boys and 12 girls). Only biological mothers in each family type

responded to questionnaires regarding children’s development.

Families were recruited by extensive advertisement in gay and

lesbian media, electronic media forums and children’s activity

centres. Criteria for inclusion were biological mothers who gave

birth in their present family circumstances. In the case of lesbian

mothers and single heterosexual mothers, inclusion criteria dic-

tated pregnancy by anonymous donor insemination and non-

involvement of any father. These types of families have been

referred to in the literature as fatherless families. Children in the

two-parent heterosexual families were conceived naturally and

were raised by their biological parents. All mothers had at least

one child aged 6 to 9 years who were raised in one of these four

families of origin from birth. Contrary to other studies, the use

of these strict criteria eliminates potential contamination of

the effects. However, it also limited the population of eligible

lesbian mothers and heterosexual single mothers. From the pool
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Table 1.

Means and standard deviations (SD) for sample demographics

Heterosexual mothers (SD)

Two parent

Mothers’ age

School years

Reported S.E.S.

Home density

Number children

Children’s age

35.13

16.71

3.20

1.03

2.38

6.17

(5.96)

(2.35)

(0.72)

(0.19)

(0.82)

(1.24)

Single parent

40.15

16.50

3.13

0.91

2.00

6.84

(6.35)

(3.75)

(1.02)

(0.24)

(0.63)

(1.37)

Lesbian mothers (SD)

Two parent

39.30

16.09

3.14

1.00

1.71

6.07

(4.50)

(2.64)

(0.48)

(0.15)

(0.65)

(1.64)

Single parent

42.21

17.73

3.27

0.96

1.67

6.70

(4.11)

(4.13)

(0.80)

(0.20)

(0.49)

(1.13)

F

6.01**

0.81

0.12

1.38

4.84**

1.43

d.f.

(3, 68)

(3, 72)

(3, 72)

(3, 72)

(3, 72)

(3, 72)

Scheffe

post hoc

1

<

2, 1

<

3, 1

<

4

1

>

2, 1

>

3, 1

>

4

*P

<

0.05; **P

<

0.01.

Home density was computed by the number of people at home divided by number of rooms.

S.E.S., socio-economic status.

of applicants, the ﬁnal sample included participants who were

selected on the basis of further matching the four family types

on as many variables as possible. Demographic variables of the

four family types are presented in Table 1.

These data indicate that the families were matched on

mothers’ educational level, children’s age and socio-economic

indicators. As indicated in Table 1, all mothers were well edu-

cated with average family income and relatively afﬂuent.

However, there were signiﬁcant differences between family

types on mothers’ age and number of children, with hetero-

sexual married mothers younger with more children than the

other two groups. The groups were matched according to chil-

dren’s gender across the four family types,

c

2

(3)

=

0.06, n.s.

found in the US samples (Zilber

et al.

1994). The CBCL is

widely used and has excellent psychometric properties and has

been translated into Hebrew with norms adapted to Israeli

culture (Zilber

et al.

1994). The current study yielded Alpha

Cronbach’s coefﬁcients of 0.88 for the externalizing subscale,

0.80 for the internalizing subscale.

Social behaviour and perception of peer relations

Children’s social behaviour was assessed with an adaptation of

the Children’s Peer Relation Scale (Crick 1991; Crick & Grot-

peter 1995), in which children self-report the frequency with

which they engage in various social activities on a 5-point scale.

The scale is comprised of three subscales. The ﬁrst subscale,

aggressive behaviour, is comprised of eight items (e.g. Some kids

hit other kids at school. How often do you do this?). Scores on

this subscale range from 0 to 32, with higher scores indicating

higher levels of aggression. The second subscale, prosocial-

antisocial behaviour, is comprised of four items (e.g. Some kids

try to cheer up other kids who feel upset or sad. How often do

you do this?). Scores on this subscale range from 0 to 16, with

lower scores indicating prosocial behaviours. Finally, the last

scale indicates levels of loneliness and is comprised of three

items (e.g. Some kids play by themselves a lot at school. How

often do you do this?). Scores on this subscale range from 0 to

12, with higher scores indicating loneliness. The scale is

reported to have Alpha Cronbach’s coefﬁcients of 0.83–0.94 and

good psychometric properties (Crick & Grotpeter 1995). The

current study yielded Alpha Cronbach’s coefﬁcients of 0.73 for

the aggressiveness subscale, 0.70 for the prosocial-antisocial

subscale, and 0.90 for the loneliness index.

Instruments

Child adjustment

Children’s behavioural adjustment was assessed using the Child

Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach 1991; Crijnen

et al.

1997). This parent-report rating scale includes subscales of

internalizing and externalizing problem scores. One hundred

and three items are rated by the parent on a scale from 0 (not

true), 1 (somewhat or sometimes true) and 2 (very true or often

true). The internalizing subscales assess withdrawal behaviours,

depression, somatization and anxiety. The externalizing behav-

iour subscales assess aggression and disruptive behaviours. The

score is derived by summing the items, with higher scores indi-

cating higher symptomatology. Scores on the internalizing sub-

scale range from 0 to 64 and for the externalizing scale from 0 to

70. In order to normalize and compare the scores with norms,

the raw scores were also transformed into

t-scores. T-scores

of

65 and above are considered borderline-clinical to clinical,

based on US norms. The CBCL norms for Israeli non-referred

children (boys and girls aged 6–11) are very similar to those

Perceived competence

Children’s perceived competence was measured using the pic-

torial scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance for
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Young Children (Harter & Pike 1984). The scale is comprised of

four subscales – perceptions of cognitive competence (e.g. Good

at numbers), physical competence (e.g. Good at running),

maternal acceptance (e.g. Mom plays with me) and peer accep-

tance (e.g. Others sit next to me). Targeted pictures were gender

adapted such that boys received a male target and girls a female

target. Items were read out loud by the interviewers. For each of

the itmes, the higher the score, the greater the endorsement of

the construct. In previous similar studies, the scale has yielded

satisfactory internal consistency (Golombok

et al.

2003). The

present study yielded Alpha Cronbach’s coefﬁcients of 0.71 for

cognitive competence, 0.78 for physical competence, 0.77 for

peer acceptance and 0.71 for maternal acceptance.

were psychology graduate students trained in the administra-

tion of the test battery. Participants were assured of anonymity

and conﬁdentiality and informed that results will be dissemi-

nated only at a group level. In order to reduce social desirability

bias, mothers and their children were requested to participate in

a survey study of different family structures and assured that

they would receive a full explanation of the study after comple-

tion of all the data collection. Coding of questionnaires was

conducted by an independent experimenter who had not been

involved in the data collection.

Results

The dependent variables in the study were children’s adjust-

ment, children’s perception of peer relations and children’s per-

ceived self-competence. To decrease the chance of Type 1 errors,

a multivariate analysis of variance (manova) was conducted

followed by two-way analyses of variance for each of the depen-

dent measures. The between-subjects factors were mother’s

sexual orientation (lesbian vs. heterosexual) and family struc-

ture (two parents vs. single parent). Means, standard deviations

(SD) and the

manova

results are presented in Table 2.

With respect to children’s adjustment, no signiﬁcant differ-

ences emerged for mother’s sexual orientation on both the

internalizing and the externalizing subscales. However, a signiﬁ-

cant difference emerged for family structure on the externaliz-

ing subscale with single mothers reporting higher levels of

externalizing symptoms (M

=

9.00, SD

=

3.30) than mothers

from two-parent families (M

=

5.58, SD

=

4.75). In order to

examine whether there were differences between boys and girls,

a three-way MANOVA was conducted with mother’s sexual

Socio-demographic questionnaire

This questionnaire was comprised of several demographic

questions for descriptive and comparative purposes and con-

tained questions about the mother’s age, religion, place of birth,

education and sexual orientation. Socio-economic status was

measured by means of self-report on a scale ranging from 1

(very much below average income) to 5 (very much above

average income) as well as a home density measure computed

by the number of residents divided by number of rooms.

Procedure

After recruitment of the sample and receiving consent from

mothers, all children and their mothers were administered the

questionnaires individually in their homes. All the interviewers

Table 2.

Means and standard deviations (SD) for Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL), perception of peer relations and self-competence according to

mother’s sexual orientation and family structure

Heterosexual mothers (SD)

Two parent

CBCL

Internalizing

Externalizing

Perception of peer relations

Aggressiveness

Antisocial

Loneliness

Self-competence

Cognitive

Physical

Maternal

Peers

*P

<

0.05; **P

<

0.01.

5.04 (5.49)

6.00 (5.12)

9.33 (2.94)

5.38 (2.06)

2.33 (0.96)

21.12

21.00

20.17

20.21

(2.69)

(2.96)

(3.46)

(3.60)

Single parent

5.00 (2.85)

8.94 (3.82)

10.19 (2.79)

5.75 (2.66)

3.69 (1.92)

21.87

20.94

20.00

19.31

(2.03)

(1.95)

(3.92)

(4.74)

Lesbian mothers (SD)

Two parent

5.76 (4.37)

5.09 (4.35)

8.19 (2.04)

4.47 (1.86)

2.05 (0.80)

20.74

20.24

20.00

19.52

(1.87)

(3.18)

(3.73)

(4.01)

Single parent

7.00 (3.98)

9.06 (2.76)

10.06 (3.35)

4.26 (1.53)

2.33 (0.62)

22.00

21.80

19.33

20.47

(1.85)

(1.61)

(3.33)

(3.52)

F

Sexual

orientation

1.2

1.72

0.15

4.33**

0.95

6.76*

9.32**

0.23

0.08

0.01

0.24

0.06

Family

structure

5.98**

0.33

12.03**

4.01*

4.42*

0.03

9.32**

1.42

3.94

1.50

0.24

0.01

Interaction

0.26

0.38

0.27

1.86

0.62

0.41

3.95

0.96

0.27

1.76

0.09

0.98

d.f.

2,71

1,72

1,72

3,70

1,72

1,72

1,72

4,69

1,72

1,72

1,72

1,72
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orientation (lesbian vs. heterosexual)

¥

family structure (two

parents vs. single parent)

¥

children’s gender (boys vs. girls).

This interaction was not statistically signiﬁcant. The main effect

of family structure on externalizing behaviours was statistically

signiﬁcant for boys

F(2,

34)

=

3.87,

P

=

0.03 and for girls

F(2,

32)

=

4.29,

P

=

0.02. Of note, externalizing and internalizing

t-scores

across all four groups did not reach clinical range. Boys

from single parents families had the highest

t-score

(t

=

59),

which was below the clinical range even when compared with a

conservative criterion of

t

=

60 (Diamond

et al.

2005).

The

manova

results for perception of peer relations indi-

cated signiﬁcant effects for mother’s sexual orientation and

family structure but not for the interaction between them. For

aggressiveness, a signiﬁcant main effect emerged only for family

structure with children from single-parent families reporting

higher levels of aggressive behaviours (M

=

10.13, SD

=

3.02)

than children from two-parent families (M

=

8.80, SD

=

2.60).

For prosocial-antisocial behaviours, a main effect of mother’s

sexual orientation was found with children of lesbian mothers

reporting lower levels of antisocial behaviours (M

=

4.39, SD

=

1.71) than children of heterosexual mothers (M

=

5.53, SD

=

2.12). Finally, a signiﬁcant main effect emerged for both moth-

er’s sexual orientation and family structure with respect to the

loneliness score. Children raised in families headed by a lesbian

mother reported less feelings of loneliness (M

=

2.17, SD

=

0.73)

than their counterparts from heterosexual families (M

=

2.88,

SD

=

1.55). In addition, children from single-parent families

reported higher levels of loneliness (M

=

3.03, SD

=

1.58) than

children from two-parent families (M

=

2.20, SD

=

0.89).

For perceived self-competence, no signiﬁcant differences

emerged between children in lesbian-mother families and

children in heterosexual families for any of the subscales. In

addition, no signiﬁcant difference emerged between children

in two-parent families and children in single-parent families

for all self-competence subscales.

Discussion

The main focus of this study was to examine the emotional and

social development of children growing up in four different

family types – heterosexual and lesbian-parent families and,

within each family model, either single or coupled parenthood.

This study was conducted in Israel, which is considered a

Western culture, although traditional family norms tend to be

dominated by adherence to the traditional heterosexual-

coupled family model.

The ﬁndings of the present study are largely in line with

previous studies conducted in other countries of children’s

development in non-traditional families. No signiﬁcant differ-

ences emerged for the internalizing problems measure among

children raised in lesbian-headed families compared with chil-

dren raised in heterosexual families. In addition, no main effect

emerged for two-parent versus single-parent families and no

interaction occurred between these family type divisions on the

internalizing score of the CBCL. This represents convincing

additional evidence that children of lesbian mothers function

well both at the emotional and behavioural level and do not

exhibit negative psychological outcomes that could be attrib-

uted to the sexual orientation of the mother (Chan

et al.

1998;

Bos & Van Balen, 2008; Tasker 2005, 2010).

For externalizing behaviours, a main effect emerged for two-

parent versus single-parent family types, such that children

raised in single-parent families exhibited higher levels of exter-

nalizing behavioural problems than those raised in two-parent

families. No main effect emerged for mothers’ sexual orienta-

tion on externalizing behaviour problems.

These ﬁndings concur with research evidence in the area of

the disadvantage of single parenthood. It appears to be the

coupled parenthood rather than the sexual orientation of the

parents that affects children’s emotional and behavioural devel-

opment. Previous research has shown that single parenthood

may indeed serve as a risk factor for children’s emotional devel-

opment (McLanahan & Sandefur 1994). Children raised in

single-parent families have reported poorer quality of parenting

than those raised in two-parent families (Dunn

et al.

1998). This

may be partially explained by higher rates of psychological dis-

tress and less social support among single mothers (MacCallum

& Golombok 2004; Shechner

et al.

2010). Other features of

family processes such as satisfaction with relationship and

parental and couple adjustment were found to be related to

better outcome for children and to less psychological and paren-

tal distress (Patterson 2009).

On the social measures, differences emerged among children

from the four family types for all three subscales. Children of

lesbian mothers indicated higher levels of prosocial behaviour

and lower levels of loneliness compared with children of

heterosexual mothers. This again coincides with previous evi-

dence showing that children of lesbian mothers are more emo-

tionally expressive and more open to social and cultural

variations (Steckel 1987; Mitchell 1998; Biblarz & Stacey 2010).

Explanations offered for this phenomenon suggest that lesbian

mothers tend to strongly instill educational values of equality

and acceptance of diversity in their children and that they

themselves adhere to more equality in division of household

labour and child-raising than heterosexual families (Biblarz &

Stacey 2010).
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